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Britain’s new move makes a major 
concession to developing countries. 
“We are interested in trying to 
break the deadlock and find ways 
through some of the issues raised in 
Copenhagen,” Miliband said. “We do 
not want to let a technical argument 
about whether we have one treaty 
or two derail the process. We are 
determined to show flexibility as 
long as there is no undermining of 
environmental principles.”
“We are uncompromising about the 
need for a legal framework covering 
everyone, but we are willing to be 
flexible about the precise form that 
takes,” Miliband said. “By making 
these proposals, we can take away 
this myth that developed countries 
were trying to destroy Kyoto and get 
on with a legal treaty.”
There is now renewed commitment 
to achieve a new legal agreement 
before the end of the year amongst 
many developed and developing 
countries.
“We are uncompromising 
about the need for a legal 
framework covering everyone, 
but we are willing to be 
 flexible about the precise form 
that takes”
Kick-starting the revived process is 
a new round of climate change talks 
beginning earlier this month in Bonn. 
This meeting will also decide whether 
further negotiations should be 
organised before the key UN meeting 
in Cancun, Mexico, in November, 
where there is a growing wish to make 
up for Copenhagen’s failure.
And a new drive to pick up the 
pieces has come from the US. 
Environmentalists were alarmed at 
the announcement this month that 
President Obama intends to grant 
licences to explore for oil and gas off 
the east coast and Alaska. But the 
move was soon seen as an attempt 
to win Republican support for the 
climate change bill which faces senate 
scrutiny. Obama’s administration can 
expect serious and ongoing objection 
to the drilling plans, but passage of 
the bill will give the US the authority 
for a key role in future global climate 
change negotiations that was absent 
under George Bush’s presidency.George Bush won little praise 
from environmentalists during his 
presidency, but one of his final acts 
was the creation of three major marine 
reserves in the Pacific, covering 
around 500,000 square kilometres, 
which won widespread approval. The 
three reserves protect the areas from 
mining and commercial fishing and 
include the Mariana Trench, thought to 
be the deepest on earth at more than 
10,000 kilometres.
But Britain last month announced 
plans to upstage Bush’s legacy: the 
creation of the world’s largest marine 
reserve around the Chagos Islands in 
the Indian Ocean. But, while the plans 
won environmental plaudits, they also 
created political controversy.
The reserve will protect an area 
which researchers say compares with 
Australia’s Great Barrier Reef for its 
marine life, including corals, yellowfin 
tuna, turtles and coconut crabs. It will 
include a ‘no-take’ marine reserve 
where commercial fishing will be 
banned, the UK’s foreign office said.
The Marine Protected Area will 
cover around 550,000 square 
Local people are angered by a 
new tropical protection zone. 
Nigel Williams reports. 
Row over new 
marine reserve planskilometres and its establishment will 
double the global coverage of the 
world’s oceans under protection, said 
foreign secretary, David Miliband. “Its 
creation is a major step forward for 
protecting the oceans.”
He said a series of scientific studies 
had established the importance of 
preserving the ocean surrounding the 
Chagos Islands. After proposals from 
a coalition of conservation groups, the 
government ran a three-month public 
consultation to guide its decision.
The purity of the water around the 
Chagos Islands has given coral reefs 
protection against the warming that 
has damaged much of the coral in 
the Indian Ocean. It is home to what 
is thought to be the world’s largest 
coral structure — the Grand Chagos 
Bank — home to more than 200 coral 
species and more than 1,000 species of 
reef fish. And, as the islands are subject 
to currents that pass to both east and 
west, they offer hope that its corals 
could recolonise the damaged reefs of 
other Indian Ocean nations if conditions 
could become more favourable.
The new 320 kilometre protection 
zone will also protect a vast seascape 
of seamounts and deep ocean 
trenches, as with Bush’s Pacific zones, 
but have yet to be mapped properly. 
But funding for the new reserve is a 
big concern. The area is patrolled by 
the Pacific Marlin, a small vessel that 
costs £1.7 million a year to operate. 
Until now, licences sold to French, Pristine: Protection is planned for the marine environment of the Chagos Islands in the Indian 
Ocean that include the controversial Diego Garcia shown here. (Photo: Alamy.)
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Since its detailed mapping in 1996, 
Lake Vostok has fascinated and 
intrigued scientists with its sheer 
size and the potential of harbouring 
life forms unlike anything we know 
so far. Radar measurements in the 
1990s have shown that the lake, 
at 250 kilometres length and 50 
kilometres maximal width, covers a 
surface area comparable to that of 
Lake Ontario, making it the largest 
known subglacial lake in Antarctica, 
and, indeed, anywhere in the 
Universe. 
As its mapping almost coincided 
with the discovery (by the space 
probe Galileo) that Jupiter’s moon 
Europa also harbours liquid lakes or 
oceans underneath a frozen crust, 
Lake Vostok soon became a prime 
candidate for Earth-based studies 
of what kind of habitat for exotic life 
forms might exist elsewhere in the 
Solar System. 
Initial estimates suggested that 
the water of Lake Vostok — which 
is kept liquid by a combination of 
pressure from above and geological 
heat supplied from below — had 
remained isolated from the rest of 
the world for more than a million 
years. More detailed analysis of 
ice cores obtained from just above 
the lake surface showed, however, 
that this is only partially true, as the 
lake water exchanges material with 
the ice shield slowly sliding across 
it through thawing and refreezing, 
implying that the actual content of 
the lake may have been exchanged 
many times during the time span of 
its existence. 
In any case, any life forms that 
may be encapsulated in the lake will 
have been isolated from the rest of 
the world for a period of the order 
of a million years, and will have 
been forced to adapt to sub- zero 
temperatures (average –3ºC), 
increased pressure, absence of light, 
and unusually high concentrations 
of oxygen. Discoveries of other 
Russian researchers are determined 
to drill into the largest sub-glacial lake 
of Antarctica this year. Michael Gross 
reports.
Final drive 
for Antarctic 
breakthroughSpanish, Korean and Taiwanese 
tuna-fishing vessels contributed 
about £1 million to the cost. A faster 
patrol boat will probably be needed 
to prevent illegal fishing in the new 
reserve, environmentalists believe.
But Mauritius immediately attacked 
the planned reserve. The Chagos 
Islands are rimed in controversy 
because the local inhabitants were 
forced to leave the islands four 
decades ago when the UK agreed 
to let the US build a major airbase 
on the largest island, Diego Garcia. 
And Mauritius is where most of the 
Chagossians were transferred to and 
they have long campaigned to be 
allowed to return to their islands with 
strong Mauritian support.
“This has nothing to do with the 
environment,” said the Mauritian High 
Commissioner to London. “They want 
to prevent islanders from going back 
and keep these islands for ever. But 
we are not going to let this go. They 
will face the consequences of this,” 
he said.
“The creation of this marine 
reserve is a first step towards 
securing a better and sustain-
able future for the Chagos 
Islands... But this future must 
include securing justice for 
the Chagossian people and 
the closure and removal of the 
Diego Garcia military base.”
The Chagos Islands were ceded 
to Britain in 1814 but Diego Garcia is 
now populated only by an estimated 
1,700 US military personnel, 1,500 
civilian contractors and around 50 
British personnel. The base played a 
key role in the 1991 military operation 
against Iraq and also in Afghanistan. 
Around 2,000 Chagossians were 
removed to Mauritius, which still lays 
claim to the islands. Mauritius formed 
part of the same administrative area 
as the Chagos Islands before it gained 
its independence.
Last month, Olivier Bancoult, of the 
Chagos Refugees Group, accused 
Britain of “trying to create a protected 
area to prevent Chagossians from 
returning to their native islands.”
Miliband, in his statement 
announcing the protected area, said the reserve “will not change the UK’s 
commitment to cede the territory to 
Mauritius when it is no longer needed 
for defence purposes.”
But, in a statement on its website, 
the Chagos Support Association said 
the foreign secretary’s announcement 
left several key questions unanswered 
and called for him to involve 
Chagossians in the marine protection 
project. The association said that the 
announcement did not make clear 
whether zones could be established 
within the marine protected area in 
which ‘limited sustainable fishing’ 
could take place.
But Britain’s decision has been 
welcomed by environmentalists. 
Greenpeace said it marked “an end to 
the unfair commercial exploitation of 
Chagossian seas”.
“These coral seas are a biodiversity 
hotspot in the Indian Ocean and 
unquestionably worthy of protection 
from destructive activities like fishing,” 
said Greenpeace campaigner, Willie 
Mackenzie.
“The creation of this marine reserve 
is a first step towards securing a 
better and sustainable future for the 
Chagos Islands,” he said. “But this 
future must include securing justice 
for the Chagossian people and the 
closure and removal of the Diego 
Garcia military base.” Alistair Gammell, 
of the Pew Environment group, said he 
was ‘thrilled’ with the decision, adding 
that the oceans “desperately needed 
better protection.”
“In 2010, the International Year 
of Biodiversity, the UK has secured 
a conservation legacy which is 
unrivalled in scale and significance, 
demonstrating to the world that it is 
a leader in conserving the world’s 
marine resources for the benefit of 
future generations,” said Gammell.
And even some Chagossians 
back the plan. “We are not against 
conservation as long as it doesn’t 
impact fundamental human rights,” said 
Olivier Bancourt, who was moved from 
the islands at the age of four. “What is 
very unfair and sad is that instead of 
taking into consideration a human being 
they are giving more thought to the 
fishes and the coral reef.”
And there is also some speculation 
that the British prime minister, Gordon 
Brown, who faces an uncertain 
election next month, may wish to 
leave an environmental legacy on the 
scale that George Bush left in the final 
days of his presidency. 
